We report the presence of the invasive Indo-Pacific red lionfish (Pterois volitans) in 23 localities of the Venezuelan coast,
The introduction of exotic or non-native species to natural ecosystems has been identified as the second greatest threat to biodiversity after habitat destruction (Gracia et al. 2009 ). It produces dramatic effects to biological productivity, habitat structure and species composition (Pérez et al. 2007; Gracia et al. 2009 ). When conditions are favorable, this introduction usually is followed by the establishment, competition and displacement of native species. This is the case of the lionfish in the Western Atlantic. The establishment and invasion of this species is of particular importance for the ecosystem and the human health, due to its venomous spines, predation on other fish species and lack of any known predators (Whitfield et al. 2002) .
Lionfishes (genus Pterois (Linnaeus 1758)) contain nine valid species native to the Red Sea and Indian Ocean throughout the Western Pacific (Schultz 1986) . Two similar species, the red lionfish Pterois volitans (Linnaeus, 1758) , and the devil firefish P. miles (Bennett, 1828) , documented by morphological and molecular studies (Schultz 1986; Kochzius et al. 2003; Whitfield et al. 2007) , are recent invaders of the Western Atlantic and Caribbean Sea. Molecular analyses have shown that both lionfish are present within this region, with P. volitans being more common than P. miles (Hamner et al. 2007) .
During the last ten years, the red lionfish has been recognized among the most alarming invasive species in the Western Atlantic and Caribbean Sea (Schofield 2009 (Whitfield et al. 2002; Brown and RuizCarus 2006; Ruiz-Carus et al. 2006; Snyder and Burgess 2007; Chevalier et al. 2008; Guerrero and Franco 2008; González et al. 2009 (divers, fishermen, swimmers, etc.) to the imminent invasion of these species, and the possible consequences for the native marine fauna and public health.
As a result of this campaign, between November 2009 and June 2010 we received several reports and specimens of red lionfish in 23 localities of the Venezuelan coast. Thirty specimens were observed, and some were photographed (Figure 1) , by recreational SCUBA divers and local fishermen in the eastern and central regions of the Venezuelan coast, specifically at 18 sites of Parque Nacional Archipiélago de Los Roques (PNAR, Dependencias Federales), Parque Nacional Morrocoy (Estado Falcón), Bahía de Cata and Ensenada de Cepe (Estado Aragua), Puerto Cruz, Chichiriviche de La Costa, Mamo, Catia La Mar, La Guaira, Macuto, Caraballeda (Estado Vargas) and Farallón Centinela (Dependencias Federales) (Figure 2 and Annex 1). The specimens were observed from 1 to 27 m depth over coral, rock and sandy bottoms. These records were deposited into an electronic database available on the internet (http://pezleon.cbm.usb.ve/), which was created in February 2010 to follow the progress of the invasion of this species in Venezuelan waters.
Additionally, ten specimens were collected by local fishermen and recreational divers in Parque Nacional Archipiélago de Los Roques (11°44' -11°58'N, 66°33' -66°57'W), Playa Cal (10°33'11''N, 67°14'07''W), Caraballeda (10°37'18''N -66°51'04''W) and Puerto Carayaca (10°34'13''N -67°08'01''W) between February and June 2010 (Annex 2, Figure 1 and 2). The specimens measured between 127 and 215 mm total length (TL) and were found from 4 to 20 m depth over coral and rock bottoms. The specimens have been deposited in the fish collection of the Museo de Historia Natural La Salle, Caracas, Venezuela (MHNLS 25900 to 25906, 26032 to 26034; Annex 2).
After examination of the available material and based on the diagnostic characteristics defined by Schultz (1986) , we conclude that all specimens collected in Venezuela are Pterois volitans. Comparisons with meristic data from populations along the Atlantic coast of USA (Whitfield et al. 2002; Ruiz-Carus et al. 2006 
